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This Month’s Theme: 
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Featured Activity: 
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Understanding What You Will  

See at the Telescope 
 

Featured Observing Object: 

VVVeeennnuuusss
 

   
 

 

 
The International Year of Astronomy is a global celebration of 

astronomy and its contributions to society and culture, highlighted by 
the 400th anniversary of the first use of an astronomical telescope by 

Galileo Galilei. 
Join us as we look up! http://astronomy2009.us 

 
 

The Astronomical Society of the Pacific 
increases the understanding and 
appreciation of astronomy by engaging 
scientists, educators, enthusiasts and the 
public to advance science and science 
literacy. 
http://www.astrosociety.org
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January's Topic 
Telescopes and Space Probes:  

Today’s Starry Messengers 
 
In 1609, Galileo first pointed a homemade telescope to the night sky and looked out into 

a vastness more spectacular than even he imagined. He noticed the surface of the Moon was 
not perfectly smooth, saw that Jupiter had moons of its own, and recorded that Venus had 
phases just like our Moon. And the universe has continued to reveal its secrets to innovative 
scientists with more detail ever since.  

 
In this modern age, we use telescopes to see objects so distant that their light has 

traveled for millions, or even billions, of years to reach us. These are the tools that give us clues 
to some of humanity's biggest questions. Where do we come from? Are we alone? Where are 
we going? NASA collaborates with space agencies around the globe to investigate science's 
biggest mysteries, from planets around other stars to black holes in distant galaxies. 

 
For the first 350 years of telescope use, scientists peered out through Earth's 

atmosphere, which not only blurred the 
image of distant objects but actually 
absorbed and blocked most wavelengths of 
light. In the last 50 years, NASA has sent 
telescopes above the atmosphere, out into 
space- to explore the universe as never seen 
before. Hubble (left, credit STScI) has 
imaged some of the very first galaxies; Fermi 
investigates gamma radiation from 
supernova remnants; Chandra finds black 
holes by their X-Ray emissions; and Spitzer 
has detected infrared light from planets 
around distant stars.  

 
Use the activities in this packet to compare how much these powerful telescopes can 

see compared to how much you can see from your backyard. Go outside on a clear night and 
look up.  What do you see? How much more do you think these telescopes out in space see? 

Image credit: NASA

 
Want to know more? 

 
Telescopes From the Ground Up is a fun website for the whole family to learn more 

about telescopes. For a beautiful history of our journey of discovery with the telescope, be sure 
to see the public television broadcast of "400 Years of the Telescope" and the planetarium 
program “Two Small Pieces of Glass” both scheduled for release in 2009.  

 
Learn more about our Solar System from NASA. 

Find more activities featured during IYA 2009. 
See what else is planned for the International Year of Astronomy. 

http://astronomy2009.us/�
http://www.nasa.gov/
http://planetquest.jpl.nasa.gov/overview/overview_index.cfm
http://imagine.gsfc.nasa.gov/docs/science/know_l2/black_holes.html
http://hubble.nasa.gov/
http://fermi.gsfc.nasa.gov/
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/chandra/main/index.html
http://www.spitzer.caltech.edu/
http://amazing-space.stsci.edu/resources/explorations/groundup/
http://www.400years.org/
http://www.400years.org/planetarium.php
http://solarsystem.nasa.gov/index.cfm
http://nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov/download-list.cfm?SearchString=IYA%20Discovery%20Guide
http://astronomy2009.us/
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Venus and Earth are similar in size, mass, density, composition, 
and distance from the Sun. There, however, the similarities 
end. Venus is covered by a thick, rapidly spinning atmosphere, 
creating a scorched world with temperatures hot enough to melt 
lead and surface pressure 90 times that of Earth. Because of its 
proximity to Earth and the way its clouds reflect sunlight, Venus 
appears to be the brightest planet in the sky. Although we cannot 
normally see through Venus’ thick atmosphere, NASA’s Magellan 
mission to Venus used radar to image the surface, and Galileo 
used infrared mapping to view mid-level cloud structure. 

Like Mercury, Venus can be seen periodically passing across the 
face of the Sun. These “transits” of Venus occur in pairs with 
more than a century separating each pair. Since the telescope was 
invented, transits were observed in 1631, 1639; 1761, 1769; and 
1874, 1882. On June 8, 2004, astronomers worldwide saw the 
tiny dot of Venus crawl across the Sun; the second in this pair of 
early 21st-century transits occurs June 6, 2012. 

The atmosphere consists mainly of carbon dioxide, with clouds 
of sulfuric acid droplets. Only trace amounts of water have been 
detected in the atmosphere. The thick atmosphere traps the Sun’s 
heat, resulting in surface temperatures over 470 degrees Celsius 
(880 degrees Fahrenheit). Probes that have landed on Venus have 
not survived more than a few hours before being destroyed by 
the incredible temperatures. 

The Venusian year (orbital period) is about 225 Earth days long, 
while the planet’s rotation period is 243 Earth days, making a 
Venus day about 117 Earth days long. Venus rotates retrograde 
(east to west) compared with Earth’s prograde (west to east) rota-
tion. Seen from Venus, the Sun would rise in the west and set in 
the east. As Venus moves forward in its solar orbit while slowly 
rotating “backwards” on its axis, the cloud-level atmosphere zips 
around the planet in the opposite direction from the rotation 
every four Earth days, driven by constant hurricane-force winds. 
How this atmospheric “superrotation” forms and is maintained 
continues to be a topic of scientific investigation. 

About 90 percent of the surface of Venus appears to be recently 
solidified basalt lava; it is thought that the planet was completely 
resurfaced by volcanic activity 300 to 500 million years ago. 

Sulfur compounds, possibly attributable to volcanic activity, are 
abundant in Venus’ clouds. The corrosive chemistry and dense, 
moving atmosphere cause significant surface weathering and 
erosion. Radar images of the surface show wind streaks and sand 
dunes. Craters smaller than 1.5 to 2 kilometers (0.9 to 1.2 miles) 
across do not exist on Venus, because small meteors burn up in 
the dense atmosphere before they can reach the surface. 

More than 1,000 volcanoes or volcanic centers larger than 
20 kilometers (12 miles) in diameter dot the surface of Venus. 
Volcanic flows have produced long, sinuous channels extending 
for hundreds of kilometers. Venus has two large highland areas 
— Ishtar Terra, about the size of Australia, in the north polar 
region; and Aphrodite Terra, about the size of South America, 
straddling the equator and extending for almost 10,000 kilome-
ters (6,000 miles). Maxwell Montes, the highest mountain on 
Venus and comparable to Mount Everest on Earth, is at the east-
ern edge of Ishtar Terra. 

Venus has an iron core about 3,000 kilometers (1,200 miles) in 
radius. Venus has no global magnetic field — though its core 
iron content is similar to that of Earth, Venus rotates too slowly 
to generate the type of magnetic field that Earth has. 

FAST FACTS 

Namesake Roman goddess of love and beauty 
Mean Distance from the Sun 108.21 million km 

(67.24 million mi) 
Orbit Period 224.70 Earth days 
Orbit Eccentricity (Circular Orbit = 0) 0.0068 
Orbit Inclination to Ecliptic 3.39 deg 
Inclination of Equator to Orbit 177.3 deg 
Rotation Period 243.02 Earth days (retrograde) 
Successive Sunrises 116.75 days 
Equatorial Radius 6,052 km (3,760 mi) 
Mass 0.815 of Earth’s 
Density 5.204 g/cm3 (0.95 of Earth’s) 
Gravity 0.91 of Earth’s 
Atmosphere Primary Component carbon dioxide 
Temperature at Surface 470 deg C (880 deg F) 

Known Moons 0 
Rings 0 

SIGNIFICANT DATES 

650 AD — Mayan astronomers make detailed observations of 
Venus, leading to a highly accurate calendar. 
1761–1769 — Two European expeditions to watch Venus cross 
in front of the Sun lead to the first good estimate of the Sun’s 
distance from Earth. 
1962 — Mariner 2 reaches Venus and reveals the planet’s ex-
treme surface temperatures. It is the first spacecraft to send back 
information from another planet. 
1970 — Venera 7 sends back 23 minutes of data from the surface 
of Venus. It is the first spacecraft to successfully land on another 
planet. 
1990–1994 — The Magellan spacecraft, in orbit around Venus, 
uses radar to map 98 percent of the planet’s surface. 
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 This false-color image taken by Galileo’sThis false-color image taken by Galileo’This false-color image taken by Galileo’ss infrared mapping 
instrument shows details of Venus’ mid-level cloud structure. 

6 This view of the transit of Venus of 2004 was taken in ultra-This view of the transit of VThis view of the transit of Venus of 2004 was taken in ultra-enus of 2004 was taken in ultra-
violet light by NASA’s Transition Region and Coronal Explorer 
spacecraft. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

solarsystem.nasa.gov/planets/profile.cfm?Object=Venus
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January 2009 Featured Observing Object: 
 

VVVeeennnuuusss      
 

FFFiiinnndddeeerrr   CCChhhaaarrrttt      
 

For information about Venus: http://solarsystem.nasa.gov/planets/profile.cfm?Object=Venus 
 

To View: unaided eyes, binoculars, or telescope 
 
Look toward the west after sunset.  The brightest star-like object you see above the horizon is 
actually a planet: Venus – easily visible throughout the months of January and February this year. 
 
Through the telescope you can see what Galileo saw four hundred years ago:  that Venus has 
phases!  It starts out at the beginning of January with more than half of its surface lit up from our 
perspective here on Earth.  As the days pass, less and less of Venus is lit up until the end of 
February when it appears as a small crescent.   Galileo’s observations provided convincing 
evidence that Venus orbited the Sun, rather than orbiting Earth as had been widely believed in 
Galileo’s time. 

 

< Venus 

 

http://solarsystem.nasa.gov/planets/profile.cfm?Object=Venus
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About the Activity 
Using a variety of simple props, help the visitor at the scope understand why they see what 
they see. Learn about how the eye works, how to use the most powerful part of the eye to 
see more detail, and what to expect out of an experience observing through a telescope. 

Ready to Observe? 
How to Enhance Your Experience at the Telescope 

Topics Covered 
• Why don’t I see any color? 
• What is “averted vision”? 
• How much of the sky are we seeing in the 

telescope?  

Participants 
Adults, teens, families with children 5 years 
and up. If using with a school/youth group, 
age 7 and older. From one person to fifteen 
participants 

Location and Timing 
These activities are perfect for use at a star 
party, with youth groups, or in the 
classroom. For exploring "Why Don't I See 
Any Color?" you will want a dark 
environment, either inside or outside. Each 
takes just a few minutes. 

Materials Needed 
• To print (card stock for durability): 

o Enough Field of View (FOV) cards 
for each participant to have one 

o   At least one copy of color 
squares/averted vision card (or 
one at each telescope) 

• Regular ¼" hole punch 
• 16-penny nail 
• small nail or push-pin 
• straight pin 
• Scissors 
• Optional: Pictures or posters of 

astronomical images  
 

Included in This Activity 
Set Up Instructions 

Detailed Activity Description 
Helpful Hints 

Background Information 
Field of View cards 

Color Squares/Averted Vision cards 

http://www.astrosociety.org/�


 
 
 
Set Up Instructions 
 

1) Print out Field of View (FOV) cards on card stock.   
2) Punch a hole for the “Backyard telescope” with a regular 1/4” hole punch.   
3) Poke a hole for Arecibo using a 16-penny nail.   
4) Poke a hole for Spitzer using a small nail or push pin.   
5) Poke a hole for the Hubble using a straight pin.   
6) For the larger holes, you can fold the card at the hole and cut out the dark 

circles (5/8-inch and 1/2-inch), but we recommend just leaving the card 
with the top two circles intact.  Drilling can fray or tear the paper. 

 

 



 
 
Detailed Activity Description 
 
If doing these activities as a prelude to an observing session, you might want to 
introduce your presentation like this: 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Leader’s Role Participants’ Roles 
(Anticipated) 

Key message for your visitors to take home: 
The view through the scope is not going to look like the photos you see in 
magazines. 
Materials:   Magazines with astrophotos 

To Do: 
Show magazines, slides, or posters of photos of celestial 
objects. 

 

To Say:   
Are you expecting to see this in the telescope?   
 
For the most part, no.  Looking at the Moon and planets 
may show this kind of detail, but things outside our Solar 
System – out in the realm of the stars, nebula, and other 
galaxies – are very far away and only a little of their light is 
reaching us. 
 
Your eyes work very differently from a camera that would 
produce photos like these. 
 
We’ll show you a few things to help you understand why 
your eyes won’t let you see this kind of image and a few 
techniques you can use to train your eyes to see as much 
as you can as you directly experience the universe through 
the telescopes. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maybe. Yes. 
Not sure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Color:   Why don’t I see any color? 

 

Leader’s Role Participants’ Roles 
(Anticipated) 

Key message for your visitors to take home: 
Eyes can only see black and white in dim light. 
Materials:   Card with color squares. 

SET-UP: 
This must be done outside at night away from lights or in a room darkened to at 
least the equivalent of late twilight. 
Question from visitor at the scope: 
Why don’t I see any 
color?   

To Do: 
Hand the visitor the 
color card. 
 

To Say:   
What color is each of 
these squares?   
 
Most of the pictures you see in magazines are in color so it 
might be disappointing not to see any color in the 
telescope.  Our eyes cannot detect much color in dim light. 
So when we look thru the scope, for the most part our eyes 
only see shades of gray. 
 
To Do: 
Shine a dim white light on the card or bring the card to a 
place with more light.  
 
To Say: 
Now what color are they? 
  
The color receptors (cones) in our eyes are not as 
numerous and not as sensitive as the B&W receptors 
(rods).  We need a lot of light for our eye’s color receptors 
to detect any color at all.  When we look at dim objects far 
out in space, there is so little light reaching us that only our 
B&W receptors can detect the light.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not sure.  They all 
look gray. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Oh, I see now. 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Leader’s Role Participants’ Roles 
(Anticipated) 

Dark-adapting your eyes and use of red flashlights: 
You can extend this discussion to helping your visitors understand why we don’t 
use white light at an observing session. 
  
To Say: 
Have you walked into a dark room or movie theater and find 
that you can’t see anything?  How long does it take before 
you can find your way around?    
In dim light, our pupils open wider and our eyes’ B&W 
receptors chemically adjust so we can see dim objects and 
shapes at night.  This is nature’s way of giving us night 
vision.   
It takes up to 30 minutes for our eyes to fully dark-adapt this 
way.   
 
White light, like a full moon or white flashlights, in a way 
washes away the chemical and makes us blind to dim 
objects until our eyes once again adjust.  That’s why we 
want to use low-energy red flashlights to minimize loss of 
our night vision so we can more easily see the detail of the 
universe as revealed in the telescopes. 

 
 
 
Yes. 
A few minutes. 

 

Averted Vision Exercise 

 

Leader’s Role Participants’ 
Roles 

Key message for your visitors:  Look to the side of a dim object to see more 
detail in the telescope. 
SET-UP:  This can be done at the telescope, or you can prepare your visitors 
beforehand for their observing experience by training them in the use of averted 
vision.  The visitors might actually experience the effect on the card if you do this 
in a darkened room. 

 



To Say:  
[Visitor is viewing a nebula, galaxy, or other dim object in the 
telescope] 

You are looking at a pretty dim object and only a little of its light 
is reaching us.  Would you like me to show you a way to help 
your eye detect more of the light and to see more detail? 

We’ll use a technique called averted vision.  Let me show you 
what that is. 

To Do: 
Hand the visitor the Averted Vision 
card.  And point to the galaxy 
image on the card. 

To Say:   
Let’s say you’re looking at this galaxy in the telescope.  Close 
one eye.  Look directly at the image.  Now look at the black dot 
away from your nose.  (In other words, if your right eye is 
open, look to the dot on the right). 
The image on the card might appear a little brighter, but when 
you use this technique at the eyepiece, the effect is enhanced. 
Try looking into the telescope eyepiece, look to the side away 
from your nose about as close to the object as the dot is to this 
photo.  The object you are viewing will look brighter and you’ll 
see more detail. 
 
What’s going on?   
Your eye has a lens that focuses light onto an area that then 
sends a message to the brain. That area has two different 
kinds of light receptors. One type for color and one type for 
black & white. They are not evenly scattered about. More color 
detectors are in the center and more black & white detectors 
are around the edge.  Since your eye’s color receptors don’t 
work as well in dim light as your black & white receptors, you 
don’t see much when you look right at it with the insensitive 
color receptors but when you look to the side you are centering 
the image on your more sensitive black & white receptors. 
That’s using averted vision. 
If you look in the direction of the dot toward your nose, you are 
centering your eye’s “blind spot” over the image, making it 
disappear!  Avert your vision in the correct direction!  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Sure. 
 
OK 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Visitor tries it 
out. 
 
Wow! It is 
better. 
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FIELD OF VIEW:    Where are you looking?  How much of the sky? 

Leader’s Role Participants’ Roles 
(Anticipated) 

Key message for your visitors to take home: 
Telescopes can only see a very small area of sky.  When you look at photos 
taken from various scopes, keep this in mind. 
Materials:    Field of View Card 
Question from visitor at the telescope: 
Where are you looking? 
How much of the sky am I looking at in the telescope? 

To Say:   

How much of the sky do you think we’re looking at? Show 
me with your hands. 

To Do: 
Hand the Field of View card to your visitor. 

 

To Say:   
Hold this card at arm’s length, close one eye, and look 
through this hole at that area of sky (pointing at the 
“Backyard Telescope” hole).  That’s how much of the sky 
you can see in the telescope. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Guesses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wow!  That’s 
small! 

 



 

To Say : 
The rest of the holes represent the field of view of various 
space-based and ground-based telescopes.  Let’s look at 
that same area of sky through each hole.  How much of the 
sky can the Hubble Space Telescope see compared to this 
telescope? 
 
When you see a photo taken with the Hubble or one of 
these other telescopes, that is the amount of sky they were 
looking at when the telescope took the picture. 
 
So if the object covers more of the sky than the telescope’s 
field of view, scientists might take a whole series of pictures 
and put them together in a mosaic to capture the whole 
object.  

What are the rest 
of these holes? 
 
 
 
Wow – I can hardly 
see anything in 
there. 

 
Additional at-the-telescope activity: 
To Do: 
Using a scope & eyepiece that results in an approximately 
1/2 degree field of view, point the telescope toward a bright 
star anywhere along the plane of the Milky Way for best 
effect.  Really, almost any star will do.   
To Say: 
Hold this card at arm’s length, close one eye, and get that 
star (pointing) in this hole (indicating the “1/2 degree” hole).  
How many stars do you see in the hole?  That’s the field of 
view of the telescope – the amount of sky you will see when 
you look thru the scope. Let’s look thru the scope at that 
star now. 
 Now how many stars do you see? 
How much of the Moon do you think will fit in that hole?  
Let’s try. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Visitor holds card 
out. 
 
 
Visitor looks thru 
scope. 
A lot more! 
I think the hole is 
too small. 

To Say: 
Where’s the Moon? 
Hold the card out at arm’s length.  Can you get the Moon in 
that hole? 
To Do: 
Move telescope to the Moon. 
To Say: 
Let’s look through the telescope.  Are you seeing about the 
same amount of the Moon in the scope as through that 
hole? 

 
Visitor find Moon. 
 
Yes! Weird. 
 
 
 
 
 
Yeah! 
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Background Information 
 
1. Moon Illusion: 

http://science.nasa.gov/headlines/y2005/20jun_moonillusion.htm?list227097  
 http://www.lhup.edu/%7Edsimanek/3d/moonillu.htm  
 
2. Eye Physiology:  For a nice diagram and discussion on the structure of the 

eye:   
http://www.biologymad.com/NervousSystem/eyenotes.htm  
 
3. The following excerpt from the essay “Eye and How it Works…” is reprinted 

here with permission from Dr. R. A. Greiner   "Doc G" 
http://www.mailbag.com/users/ragreiner/  

For the full original article, go to: 
http://www.mailbag.com/users/ragreiner/eyeperception.html  
 

 
 
 
 

Presentation Tip #1: 
Visitors may notice that when they look through the Field of View card, a bright 
star seems to fill up quite a bit of the hole, but when they look through the scope, 
the same star appears to take up a much smaller area.  Many people believe that 
telescopes make the stars look bigger.  They may be surprised to see that the 
stars look smaller! 
 
The stars are much too small for us to discern any size of the star.  The best 
most backyard telescopes can resolve is one arcsecond of sky.  For the most 
part, stars cover less than 1/1000th of an arcsec of sky!  Stars are bright enough 
for us to see, but much too small for us to resolve.  Telescopes have much better 
resolution than our eye does, so the image is not as smeared out in the scope as 
in our eye. 
 
You can choose a distant city light (if you have such a view available) and show 
the same effect – look at it through the FOV card then look at it through the 
scope and compare how much of the field of view it appears to take up in both 
cases. 
Presentation Tip #2: 
It is likely that some visitors may not believe you when you use the card to show 
them how small an area of sky you are looking at in the telescope.  You may 
have to prove it to them by using the card on the Moon or on a terrestrial object – 
like a distant house or a streetlight, then looking at the same area through the 
scope.  They will see that the area they are viewing is approximately the same 
size. 

http://science.nasa.gov/headlines/y2005/20jun_moonillusion.htm?list227097
http://www.lhup.edu/%7Edsimanek/3d/moonillu.htm
http://www.biologymad.com/NervousSystem/eyenotes.htm
http://www.mailbag.com/users/ragreiner/
http://www.mailbag.com/users/ragreiner/eyeperception.html


 

The Eye and How It Works when Viewing Faint Astronomical Objects 
 
The eye has an amazing ability to see detail and perceive contrast in both very 
bright and very dim objects.  
 
Dark Adaptation  
 
The physiology of dark adaptation is complex.  The phenomenon of adaptation is 
highly dependent upon the individual viewer. So, as with all biological effects, 
only average behavior can be specified.  In its simplest form, it is a fact that a 
viewer’s ability to perceive light changes and gets better if the eye is allowed to 
remain in the dark for some time.  This is a chemical effect in the retina of the 
eye.  (Too complex to describe here)   Never-the-less everyone experiences this 
effect.  Typically the change in sensitivity is from 2 to 6 magnitudes after 20 to 30 
minutes of darkness.  It may vary greatly from person to person for reasons 
related to physical condition of the eye.  Typical variations for persons with 
otherwise normal sight are about 2 magnitudes. 
 
These numbers mean that the sensitivity of the eye may increase after 30 
minutes in the dark by as much as 250 times (6 magnitudes).  That is a large 
change and improvement in perceiving dim objects.  Brief exposure to bright 
lights wipes out this improvement almost immediately.  Thus viewers should 
shield their eyes from any light while viewing and especially from very actinic 
light. Dim red light is the least damaging but even that causes considerable 
decrease in acuity. Adaptation also depends on the size of a spot of light shown 
on the retina in a complex way.  The best advice is to severely limit exposure of 
the retina to any light at all so as to retain maximum brightness acuity.  An eye 
patch over the viewing eye is not inappropriate. 
 
These numbers and variations from person to person show why some viewers 
claim to see Mag 8 stars regularly while other have trouble seeing  Mag 4 stars 
under similar conditions.  People's brightness acuity simply varies by a great deal 
and may depend significantly on the use of tobacco, alcohol and other 
chemicals.  On a broad average, most persons can see Mag 6 stars on a clear 
dark night.  
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 
 
The Structure of the Retina of the Eye  
 
The structure of eye is complex, here are outlined only a few factors that directly 
affect astronomical viewing.  The very center of viewing, that is, the point in 
space that attracts our direct attention when we “look at” an object is focused on 
a region of the eye called the fovea centralis.  This portion of the eye, only a few 
degrees in angular size, is crammed with visual cones.  The cones have the 
ability to see color but are not highly sensitive to brightness. Immediately 
surrounding the fovea centralis is a large ring of receptors called rods.   The rods 
have little sensitivity to color but are quite sensitive to brightness.  They see in 
black and white (actually gray).  There are, of course, some cones mixed in with 
the rods so color is perceived everywhere on the retina; but only when the 
excitation is sufficiently bright.  The rods are about 4 magnitudes more sensitive 
to light than the cones. 
 
There is a spot about 15 to 18 degrees to the nasal side of the retina where the 
optic nerve enters the eye and is attached to the retina.  This spot is blind and 
may be a couple of degrees in diameter.  Notice that since the spot is to the 
nasal side, the blind region on the surface being observed is in the temporal 
direction because the lens of the eye turns the image upside down and left to 
right.  But it is important to recognize that when viewing objects they should not 
be viewed is such a way as to place them on the blind spot. 
 
On the other hand, to the temporal side of the retina, especially at 15 to 20 
degrees distance, there are an abundance of cones.  This makes the region 15 
to 20 degrees to the temporal side of the retina very sensitive to brightness.   
Thus astronomers use what is called “averted” vision.  By forcing the eye to 
concentrate attention just a bit in the temporal direction, the object is moved onto 
the region of the eye with the greatest brightness sensitivity.   As one eye moves 
the object into the region of greater sensitivity the other eye moves the object into 
the blind spot.  But viewing is generally done with one eye and whichever eye is 
used, moving the center of attention toward the temporal side does the desired 
function. 
 
It is also necessary, when using averted vision to hold the object on the sensitive 
spot for some time to get the full effect of averted vision.  A period of 4 to 7 
seconds is usually optimal.  
Thus, it requires concentration and practice to use averted vision techniques 
successfully.  However, it is worth while to practice this technique since the 
increase in brightness sensitivity is considerable.  Dim extended objects will pop 
into view that are totally invisible when looking directly at them. 

 
It is definitely worth applying the viewing tactics described above since 
viewers need all the help possible to see faint extended objects with 
some reasonable detail.   Viewing the “faint fuzzies” takes practice but 
is well worth the effort.  

 



 
Averted Vision 
 
The following essay on Averted Vision is reprinted here with permission from Jeff 
Medkeff, an accomplished amateur astronomer.  For the original article go to: 
http://jeff.medkeff.com/astro/observing/averted.html   
For more articles: http://jeff.medkeff.com/astro/observing/  
 
Astronomers often employ an observing technique called "averted vision", the art 
of looking slightly to the side of a faint object being studied. This works because, 
we are told, there are more rods slightly off the optical axis of our eyes. But there 
is a great deal more to it than that, and with some understanding of the 
physiology of the eye, it will be seen that there are right and wrong ways to use 
averted vision.  
 
It is true that the density of rods peaks well outside the center of vision. Since the 
rods are the eye's faint light detectors, it stands to reason that this peculiarity of 
physiology is what makes averted vision work. The density of the rods at a point 
20 degrees off the center of vision reaches about 160,000 rod cells per square 
millimeter. This is a greater density than the peak density of the cones - the eye's 
bright light and color detectors - on the fovea (the center of vision), where cones 
only reach about 140,000 cells per square millimeter.  
 
The point of greatest density of the rods does not correspond to the point of 
greatest sensitivity, however. The area of greatest sensitivity has been shown to 
vary considerably from observer to observer, but it is never as far as 18 degrees 
from the center of vision. The reason for this has to do with the manner in which 
the retinal cells are "wired" to the brain.  
 
In the fovea, each cone is connected to a single ganglion cell, which in turn is 
hooked up to a nerve fiber that eventually joins the optic nerve. As we move 
away from the fovea, each ganglion cell starts to service several cones or rods. 
Eighteen degrees from the fovea, 100 rods might be connected to a single 
ganglion cell. At some point on this line extending outward from the fovea, the 
number of rods per ganglion cell is such that the eye operates at peak sensitivity.  
 
For most people, this point is somewhere between 8 and 16 degrees from the 
fovea.  
 
But so far we have only been considering the sensitivity of the eye as a function 
of an image's angle from the fovea. One might suppose that it makes a difference 
if we avert our vision to the left or right, up or down, or at some angle. And it does 
matter. The most effective direction to avert our eyes is that required to place the 

object on the nasal side of our vision. Simplified, this means if you are 
a right-eyed observer, you shift your eyes to the right; if a left-eye 
observer, you shift your gaze to the left. Whichever eye you use, you 
avert your gaze in that direction.  
 

 

http://jeff.medkeff.com/astro/observing/averted.html
http://jeff.medkeff.com/astro/observing/


 

By using this most efficient portion of the retina, you will experience a gain of 
some four magnitudes or more over your direct vision! The effect of this is not 
insignificant. It means the detection or not of many stars and most details in deep 
sky objects.  
 
It is important not to avert your vision the opposite direction - that is, if right eyed, 
you should not use averted vision by shifting your gaze to the left. This will place 
the image on the blind spot, right where the optic nerve connects to the retina. 
Nothing will be seen in such a circumstance, no matter how bright!  
 
This poses an interesting dilemma for binocular observers and for those who use 
binocular viewing attachments on their telescopes. Averting one eye to its 
optimal position puts the image on, or nearly on, the blind spot on the other eye. 
This is counterproductive; the advantage of the binocular system is its use of two 
eyes. Inadvertently disabling one eye makes no sense. The solution is simple, 
and astronomers have been saying it for centuries: look up!  
 
The second most efficient direction to avert your gaze is upward - look in the 
direction of the top of your head, so that the image is below your center of vision. 
The area of the retina in use here is somewhat less sensitive than the optimal 
horizontal location, but only slightly so. Doing this does not put the image in the 
blind spot of either eye, and considering the gains to be had from binocular 
vision, this will likely prove as efficient (or more so) under such conditions as 
using the optimal monocular method.  
 
If you choose to avert your gaze downward, you will find your averted vision 
slightly less sensitive again. In actuality, the retina is every bit as sensitive here 
as it is if you avert your vision upward, but it is sensitive over a much smaller 
area. Thus, it is harder to consistently rest the image on the "sweet spot".  
 
Some observers will notice that their most sensitive areas are slightly to the side 
and down, or in other ways not exactly as eye physiology would suggest. In my 
case, I find averting to the right and slightly up (I am right eyed) is best for me. 
There are large variations in the way our eyes are made up - in fact, our retinas 
are even more distinctive than our fingerprints. Almost nothing can be said 
categorically about vision, but we can say what will apply in the majority of cases. 
It is well known that experienced observers see much more detail, and many 
fainter objects, than beginners. I believe that this is caused in part by the 
observer learning about the individual characteristics of his or her eyes over the 
course of many nights of observations.  
 
Next time you are out with your binoculars or telescope, take some time to 
explore these different areas of your vision. It might be quite apparent what is the 

most promising averted vision method for you. And if it happens to be 
something other than what medical science predicted, don't let that 
stop you from doing it your way. They are, after all, your eyes, and 
only you know what you can see with them.  
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The Night Sky Network's International Year of 
Astronomy (IYA) Discovery Guides  

are supported and sponsored by these  
NASA Forums and missions: 

 
 

Space Telescope Science Institute's Origins Education Forum 
Special Advisor: Denise Smith 

NASA JPL's PlanetQuest Exoplanet Exploration Program  
Special Advisor: Michael Greene 

NASA Lunar CRater Observation and Sensing Satellite (LCROSS) 
NASA Education Forum on the Structure and Evolution of the Universe   

NASA Education Forum on Solar System Exploration  
NASA Education and Public Outreach at Sonoma State University  

NASA Goddard Space Flight Center Suzaku Mission E/PO Program  
NASA's Kepler Discovery Mission  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Night Sky Network is a nationwide coalition of amateur astronomy 
clubs bringing the science, technology, and inspiration of NASA's missions 
to the general public. 
 

We share our time and telescopes to provide you with unique astronomy 
experiences at science museums, observatories, classrooms, and under the 
real night sky.  
http://nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov 
 
 
 

The International Year of Astronomy 
(http://astronomy2009.us) aims to help citizens of the 

world rediscover their place in the Universe through the 
daytime and nighttime sky.  Learn more about NASA's 
contributions to the International Year of Astronomy at 

http://astronomy2009.nasa.gov 
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http://planetquest.jpl.nasa.gov/
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http://solarsystem.nasa.gov/educ/
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